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El Salvador's major opposition party, the left-of-center Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional
(FMLN), has failed twice to agree on a candidate for the March 1999 presidential election. No
candidate has received majority support because of ideological divisions within the party.
During its first convention Aug. 15, the delegates split their votes almost evenly between two
contenders. Former human rights prosecutor Victoria de Aviles, representing the orthodox or hardline wing of the party led by Shafick Handal, received 441 votes. San Salvador Mayor Hector Silva,
of the reform faction led by Facundo Guardado, won 431 votes. Economist Salvador Arias received
428 votes for the vice presidential position on the ticket. Party rules require 518 votes to win either
position. Arias had earlier removed himself from the presidential race to concentrate the votes on
de Aviles and Silva, but the gesture was not enough to prevent a stalemate. De Aviles' supporters
demanded Silva step aside and Silva's supporters demanded another vote.
Further complicating the nomination process is a party decision made last year that the ticket must
be a male and female combination. The only acceptable combination resulting from the Aug. 15
convention had to be de Aviles and Silva. Convention delegates almost came to blows over which
of the two would head the ticket. "There wouldn't be much sense in holding another round if Silva
would just resign," said FMLN congressional deputy Oscar Ortiz.
Before the second convention Aug. 29, Silva withdrew, saying he wanted to avoid divisions within
the party. The party's national board then proposed a single slate with de Aviles as presidential
candidate and Arias as her running mate. The slate failed to win a majority vote at the second
convention, and a third is scheduled for late September. Silva's withdrawal obviously failed to unite
the delegates and may have had the opposite effect, since it left the reform wing of the party without
a candidate.
Digging in its heels, the reformist faction argued that party rules governing decisions in any second
meeting of the national convention require a two-thirds vote, or 700 of the 1,034 delegates, instead
of a simple majority. FMLN congressman Oscar Ortiz denied the party was split and described the
stalemate as the natural result of conducting a party primary, but Guardado said that, given the
differences within the party, it was unlikely the FMLN could agree even on a third set of nominees.
Some delegates put the blame for the stalemate on a group of FMLN feminists who support de
Aviles and defend pro- feminist decisions made in the December 1997 convention, including the
mixed-gender electoral ticket.
But support for de Aviles also comes from the Movimiento Social, made up several rank-and-file
groups such as labor unions and campesino organizations. However, the split goes deeper than
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 54616
ISSN: 1089-1560

internal jockeying for position and was obvious at the December 1995 convention to elect a party
president (see NotiSur, 01/12/96). Hard- liners have also been restive since the December 1997
convention adopted ideological positions that favored Guardado's reformers. "The convention
decided on socialist principles along with liberty, democracy, equal opportunity, and solidarity,"
said Guardado. "Perhaps there are those who do not like the word 'liberty.' Well, if they don't like it,
they should try to change it at the next convention."
The reformers were put on the defensive in May, when an unsigned broadside accused them of
siding with the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) on neoliberal economic
policy. Nevertheless, the document also damaged the hard-liners, according to some analysts,
because business leaders feared that the document calls for a return to violence and revolutionary
tactics. FMLN leaders have not said whether the third convention will take up the question of
forming an electoral alliance with other parties. However, they described the September meeting as
an attempt "to deepen the unity of the left and of the democratic forces of the country."
For the third round of votes, FMLN official Violet Menjivar has proposed the director of the Facultad
Latinoamericana de Ciencias Economicas (FLASCO), Hector Dada Hirezi, as the compromise
presidential candidate. Dada Hirezi has said he will run for the nomination only as the candidate for
a coalition ticket. Meanwhile, ARENA expects to nominate former Legislative Assembly president
Francisco Flores as its presidential candidate during its national convention Sept. 27. The party does
not foresee any internecine struggles regarding the nomination since the delegates will be asked to
ratify Flores, who has been selected by party leaders.
ARENA is taking advantage of the FMLN's troubles, saying the party has shown it cannot govern.
Walter Araujo, leader of ARENA's congressional delegation, said, "Many men and women are going
to have their eyes opened by the [FMLN's] inability to exercise internal control. They [the FMLN]
look for confrontation, the clash of ideas not consensus or stability." [Sources: Inter Press Service,
05/27/98; El Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 08/16/98, 08/17/98, 08/31/98; La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador),
08/28/98; Notimex, 08/25/98, 08/26/98, 08/30/98; Spanish News Service EFE, 08/31/98]
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